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Exposing "Secrets Worth Knowing" in the Early
Republic: Robert R. Henry's Papers as a Problem
in Documentary Research
ROBERT SCOTT DAVIS, JR.

M

erita Rozier, a retired archivist and friend at the
Georgia Department of Archives and History,
brought to my attention several unusual records
that she wanted, through my efforts, to see published.
Owing her more favors over the years than I could count,
I agreed. We ultimately succeeded in publishing all of her
special treasures, with one significant exception. The story
of the book described as the journal of Archibald Clark
remains unpublished. My failure to get this story into print
until now added a curious ending to the history of a most
unusual "document."
The so-called and so-cataloged journal of Archibald
Clark consists of one large bound volume. It has no introduction, documentation, or guide. The pages appear
jumbled, and bizarre symbols (used to illustrate this article) cover the pages. However, in scattered bits of text,
the reader sees the names of many of the most prominent men in American politics of the 1820s alongside such
words as murder and conspirary. Surely, if the key to this
record became available, it would reveal, as stated in one
part of the text, "Secrets worth knowing."
To find that key I sat down with the volume one
morning determined to spend as long as necessary to
decipher this strange text. I planned to copy the first and
last line of each page and then match the texts, perhaps
in the process unscrambling the pages and perhaps deciphering the code. Happily, however, with a few minutes
of careful examination of its pages I learned how to read
this curious manuscript.
My method proved that this "book" began as a pile
of loose records that the staff of the Georgia Archives
had bound and laminated in the 1950s. The individual
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pages appeared confusing and out of order because the
writer, when he reached the end of the bottom of one
page, had flipped the loose sheet over, from bottom to
top, to continue his writing at the top of the reverse side.
If the reader wrongly presumed that the pages had always
been bound, the transition from page to page appeared
incomprehensible, with every other page upside down.
The writer emphasized special points in his text with heavy
multi-underlinings, stars, and other symbols. He did not
write in code, although perhaps he should have.
The "Journal of Archibald Clark" proved to be the
papers of Robert R. Henry. They document Henry's 1820s
political crusade in Georgia, New York, and Washington
to replace Clark as the port master at St. Marys, Georgia.
Henry meticulously recorded his thoughts and actions in
what he eventually left as a memoir to his descendants.
He even saw ammunition for his causes in documents
critical of his efforts, which he copied without obvious
prejudice. These papers provide an extremely rare documented case study of political activism of the period.
These documents at the Georgia Department of Archives and History, however, represent only a fraction of
Henry's surviving documents. Sections of his papers also
eventually joined the holdings of the Georgia Historical
Society, the N ew-York Historical Society, and the William
R. Perkins Library of Duke University. No information
survived on how these parts of what must have once been
one collection of papers arrived at so many different institutions. That his private papers have survived after 150
years is amazing. No less surprising is that the individual
collections, however unintelligible they appeared, had been
cataloged. Even Henry's only known surviving piece of
original, official correspondence, his letter to Georgia
Governor John Clark, turned up at the Georgia Archives,
despite being incorrectly flied under ''William Henry." Of
all the collections of Robert R. Henry's papers, only a description of the holdings in the Georgia Historical Society ever appeared in the National Union Catalog of Manuscript Collections. With copies of these long-separated
manuscripts brought together, the time to expose their
secrets seemed finally at hand.
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The story revealed in these papers presents a tale of
ably the founder of the first large-scale organized crime
one man's efforts to expose what he saw as a massive consyndicate in the South, had used Camden County as his
spiracy to protect local and national corruption in the early
base in his last years. During the years following the pasdecades of the nineteenth century. With limited financial
sage of the Embargo Act of 1808, St. Marys earned naand political resources, Robert Henry nonetheless sought
tional notoriety for the ease with which smugglers used
to bring to light what he called "Secrets worth knowing"
the port for illegally shipping cotton to Spanish Florida
that were "valuable both in public and private life as we
and the British West Indies. This kind of reputation, and
all know and as Collector Clark's case strikingly evinces."!
the loose to almost nonexistent supervision of politically
That he stumbled into this situation provides a strange
appointed customs officials like Clark, encouraged rumors
tale in itsel£ Robert R. Henry, son of Robert R. Henry
of corruption and fraud.
Sr., Revolutionary War financier and contractor, was born
The first documented personal encounter between
in Albany, New York, on 14 March 1771. In 1818, as a
Henry and Clark occurred in 1820, when Henry served
bankrupt businessman, he moved to St. Marys, Camden
as one of a group of arbitrators who ruled in Clark's faCounty, Georgia, to work for his brother-in-law, Charles
vor in one of his numerous suits in the county court.4
Seton, of Fernandina, in nearby Spanish East Florida.2
However, their relationship apparently had already begun
Initially, Henry had amicable dealings with Archibald
to sour. In 1818, Henry believed himself used by his
Bellinger Clark (1783-1848), port master and customs ofbrother-in-law in the illegal importation of an African
ficer of St. Marys. Clark had a reputation as someone
slave, a plot made possible with the help of one of Clark's
worth cultivating as a friend. Born in Savannah to a
employees. Clark had been absent at that time, on a trip
wealthy Scottish couple, he received a formal education
to the North. s
at the famous law school of Litchfield, Connecticut.
From that time on, Henry investigated stories of ilMoving to St. Marys in 1801, Clark acquired the lucrative
legal activities of Clark and his employees. In 1821, he
position of port master and customs officer in 1807. He
made his first move to expose the port master. He wrote
also became involved with William H. Crawford in the
letters to congressmen in Georgia and New York; to
"Florida Fiasco," the clandestine plan by the governor of
Clark's superior and fellow Georgian, Secretary of the
Georgia and the president of the United States to seize
Treasury William H. Crawford; and to Georgia Governor
Spanish East Florida during the War of
John Clark (no relation to Archibald).
1812. Despite the failure of this scheme,
Henry sought support from Governor
many people regarded him as a hero for
John Clark because Archibald Clark achis leadership in the resistance to the
tively supported the governor's opponent
British during their occupation of St.
in the upcoming gubernatorial race. He
Marys in 1815.
listed thirty-one charges against
Clark had extensive political connecArchibald Clark, whose position would
tions. Over the years, his house guests insoon be up for renomination by the presicluded Aaron Burr and Winfield Scott. 3
dent and reappointment by the U.S. SenWhile his position as the chief federal ofate.
ficial on this then international border
Ironically, as events would show, the
proved personally profitable, he seldom
only real response Henry received came
knew peace and quiet. St. Marys inspired
from Secretary Crawford. He wrote that
residents to write poetry about the
Clark had been accused but cleared of
beauty of their thriving port, which
wrongdoing years before but that if any
threatened to bypass Savannah in trade,
of Henry'S charges proved true, Clark
due largely to the port's proximity to
would be removed from his post. The
Spanish East Florida. However, it also
secretary asked Richard W. Habersham,
William H. Crawford, secretary
proved a profitable entry and exit for
the
federal district attorney in Savannah,
of the Treasury and soon after
smugglers, illegal slave traders, cattle rusto
conduct
an investigation in St. Marys
candidate for president of the
tlers, soldiers-of-fortune eyeing East
with Henry present. 6
United States, tookR. R. Henrys
Florida for conquest, and even pirates.
claims of conspiracy at St.
Habersham arrived at St. Marys on
Marys seriously. (Library of
Not coincidentally, Revolutionary War
14 March 1822 and conducted his hearCongress)
bandit Daniel McGirth (d. 1804), arguings the next day. Robert R. Henry would
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write in his memoirs, "I have understood that Secretary
Crawford & his political friends were 'Thunder Struck'
when the testimony arrived"7 and immediately moved to
have it suppressed. However, Henry's own copy of the
testimony appears overwhelmingly favorable to Clark.
Basically, Henry charged that in 1818 Clark allowed a
massive illegal introduction of African slaves into the
United States from Spanish East Florida; that the port
master used his slaves as inspectors while pocketing their
salaries; that Charles Magill received pay as an inspector
but seldom did his duties; that Clark sold the United States
a stolen boat and six acres on the south end of
Cumberland Island that he did not own; that he recorded
illegal African slaves brought through St. Marys as American-born "children" of slaves legitimately brought
through the port; that Andrew Percedi, a Spaniard, had
employment as an inspector; and that Clark left blank
signed vouchers with his assistants when he traveled north.
Henry also believed, although he did not so state in his
charges, that Clark had played a role in the death of John
Bessent, the former port master. Bessent's body had
turned up in the nearby woods on 11 June 1815, during
the British occupation of St. Marys. Rumors circulated
that he had been murdered and that treasury notes and
bonds found on his body were officially reported destroyed during the British invasion.
Henry produced no one to support his claims, and
when offered the opportunity to cross-examine Clark's
witnesses, he only made more allegations. The witnesses
had only positive opinions of Clark's character and the
operation of his office. They explained the African slaves
introduced to St. Marys in 1818 as merely accompanying
refugees from Spanish East Florida temporarily fleeing the
invasion by Gregor McGregor and his mercenaries in
1817-18. Clark had carefully consulted with other officials before allowing the refugees into St. Marys. These
dignitaries supported his decision in part because East
Florida had given sanctuary to Georgia families during the
British invasion of St. Marys in 1815. Andrew Percedi,
although the son of Spaniards, was believed to have been
born in Charleston, South Carolina, and therefore counted
as a United States citizen. Clark admitted that he used his
slaves and the slaves of others as boatmen because he
could find no reliable white men willing to work for the
government's wages. He explained that the slaves received
pay only as boatmen. Clark had listed them as inspectors
because of a legal technicality. Finally, the port master
produced a deed showing that he had owned the six acres
he had sold the government for the lighthouse on
Cumberland.Island. 8

Habersham sent his report and copies of the testimony of the witnesses to Washington, but Henry quickly
followed. Archibald Clark received reappointment to his
post at St. Marys. Secretary Crawford did not present
Habersham's report to the Senate, likely because
Habersham had found no evidence of wrongdoing, but
Henry claimed that Crawford suppressed the testimony
as part of a conspiracy to protect Clark. With letters of
introduction from such prominent New York politicians
and friends of the Henry family as DeWitt Clinton,
Solomon Van Rensselaer, and Martin Van Buren, Robert
R. Henry obtained an interview with President James
Monroe at the White House on the morning of 9 August
1822. The letters openly urged the appointment of Henry
to Clark's position at St. Marys, should the charges against
Archibald Clark prove true. 9 The president listened to
Henry's claims and ordered Secretary Crawford to arrange
still another investigation of Clark.
Henry attacked the port master of St. Marys on several other fronts as well. On 23 February 1823, the speaker
of the House of Representatives presented Henry'S
charges to the full House and then forwarded them to the
president. Henry unsuccessfully solicited Senator Andrew
Jackson'S help in the Senate.!O In the New York Patriot of
30 August 1823, Henry published a lengthy letter about
Clark, which the port master of St. Marys would later
denounce as "a gross attack not only on my conduct as a
public officer of government but upon the Secretary of
the Treasury, and others of high standing in our country.»!!

Even before this letter, Crawford had lost patience
with Henry. He wrote to Henry on 23 February 1823 to
report that the auditing of Clark's accounts had been
completed and not only proved favorable to Clark but also
refuted the charge that Magill had been carried on the
payroll after he ceased working for the Customs House.
AU papers relating to these matters had been sent to the
president, the secretary continued, and the new investigation by District Attorney Habersham had been scheduled. However, he added: "I have said this much to save
you the pains of indulging and expressing suspicions which
nothing but your ignorance of persons and the character
of them whom they are supposed to affect could induce
you to entertain."!2
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Henry had come to believe that Archibald Clark knew
the identities of the "sleeping partners" of Georgia General David B. Mitchell in his famous (but alleged) attempt
to smuggle African slaves into the United States through
the Creek Indian nation and St. Marys. Henry concluded
that Mitchell's partners included Secretary Crawford. The
"black birds" scandal, as this allegation came to be known,
had originated with a disgruntled ex-employee of
Mitchell's, and in 1821 it cost the former Georgia governor his position as a federal Indian agent. Henry believed
that Clark, from Washington to Alabama, "could blow
them one and all [Mitchell's silent partners] 'Sky High.",13
Thus Crawford had to protect Clark in order to protect
himself and others.
William H. Crawford could not ignore such allegations and rumors. Many observers regarded him as the
leading candidate for president of the United States. Although one biographer described him as "an able and
intensely honest administrator" of the Treasury,14 a
friendly contemporary also wrote in 1823 that "perhaps
no individual of any age, certainly none of the present
(if we except for Mr. Jefferson) ever received a larger
measure of ungenerous treatment than Mr. Crawford."ls
Robert R. Henry's claims of a Crawford-Clark-Mitchell
conspiracy do not appear in any of Crawford's biographies. However, as serious as these charges were, they
paled next to other claims made by Crawford's many political enemies.

Despite his family'S powerful political connections,
Henry did not make these claims with impunity. Immediately after Habersham's first investigation, Archibald Clark
sued Henry for libel. The jury found Henry guilty and
fined him $100. Clark had the charges dropped when
Henry agreed to sign a "humiliating" confession on 1
November 1822. When Clark saw the article in the New
York Patriot, he responded with his own sortie in the Savannah Georgian, insisting
that most of the charges had no origin but in the
brain of the informer-that the acknowledged
motive for preferring them was not a love of country ... but a base desire of revenge and an envious wish to supplement him [sic, me] in the office which he [I] had the honor to hold. 16
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Clark claimed that Henry originally had arrived in St.
Marys as one of the "vomitings and bankrupts of New
York,"17 and had applied to Clark for a job in the Customs
House, which Clark had refused. As to how Henry, who
had little money, could afford his campaign against the
port master, there Clark had a tale to tell. He claimed that
Henry had worked in league with a pirate of the Caribbean who had settled in St. Marys in 1798 "to enjoy that
wealth earned at the expense of the lives and property of
the honest American citizen."18 Clark had caught the pirate smuggling shortly after Clark became port master. The
pirate now used Henry to get revenge. After answering
some of Henry'S charges in detail, Clark explained that
where Henry had any facts for his allegations:
as collector of the district of St. Marys, almost
surrounded by a frontier, I have frequently been
peculiarly situated, and at times, much perplexed
to know what course to pursue-but, I feel a conscious rectitude that, in every instance, I have
been actuated by a sincere desire for the public
weal. 19
Henry also faced setbacks in his personal life. His
brother, the prominent cleric the Reverend John V. Henry
of Albany, New York, lost $20,000 offered as security on
a note of Robert R. Henry. During Robert's visit to Albany in September 1822, following the interview with the
president, the brothers had a loud argument during which
John accused Robert of being too involved in politics to
care properly for his wife and children. A year later, when
Robert again traveled north to gather support against
Clark, his brother refused to advance him any more funds.
When John saw his name in Robert's article in the New
York Patriot, he refused even to correspond with his
brother. Oohn's New York faction supported Crawford
for the presidency.) Later, Robert tried to write to his
brother, through John'S son James V. Henry, in letters that
listed his motives as an effort to do the public good and
as a financial venture that would show profits when Robert obtained Clark's job. The breach between the brothers had not healed when John died on 22 October 1829. 20
The end to Henry's efforts to unseat Archibald Clark
came in late 1823. The second investigation took place in
December 1823, without Henry. No record of the proceedings survives in his papers. Undoubtedly, this second
investigation also proved favorable to Clark. Nevertheless,
Henry had a memorial against Clark introduced into the
House of Representatives on 2 February 1824. When the
new secretary of the Treasury, John Forsyth of Georgia,

chose to ignore it, Congressman Van Rensselaer of New
York reintroduced it. The Committee of Commerce investigated the matters in the memorial and then dismissed
it. Henry came to believe that he had created enemies in
Washington who would stop at nothing short of murder
and that they counted on that to be accomplished by the
south Georgia climate. He even claimed that the postmaster at St. Marys interfered with his mail to friends and
allies. 21
As late as 1832, Henry still believed that circumstances
could lead to his replacing Clark in St. Marys, but
Archibald Clark remained in his position through various
presidential administrations until fInally removed by death
on 26 December 1848. 22 Crawford, for reasons that had
nothing to do with Henry, Mitchell, or Clark, failed in his
plans for the presidency.23
For all of his efforts, Robert R. Henry found himself far from his wife and children, on bad terms with his
family in Albany, heavily in debt, aging, and with only seven
dollars to his name. From the late 1820s to 1831, he served
as potash inspector in New York, where he believed he
found fraudulent import returns. However, in January
1832, he set out for Savannah with only a "Pocket full of
Emptiness" but "with a Heart overflowing with Thankfulness to God" for having enlightened him in ways to
defeat his enemies "in principal."24
He did fInd a happy ending to his years of struggle
against Clark. During his trip to Washington in 1822, he
had a chance meeting with a stranger who encouraged him
to visit his "Rich Old" uncle Ben Vernon at Leacock, near
Lancaster, Pennsylvania. Although Henry had not seen his
uncle since the 1780s and could hardly afford the trip, he
made the journey. As a result, after Ben Vernon died on
22 November 1831,he received a bequest of $10,000 from
the estate. Witnesses quoted Vernon as saying immediately after Henry's visit that he intended to cut Henry out
of the will entirely, but the other heirs did not succeed in
having the will overturned. Vernon apparently intended
for $8,000 of his estate to go to Robert's nephew, James
V. Henry, a frequent visitor to Ben Vernon's. However,
Robert successfully exploited the wording of the will to
also gain that portion of the inheritance. 25
The Vernon estate also provided Robert R. Henry
with a worthy cause that he fought for and won. He located a previously unknown niece of Vernon's in Great
Britain and earned for her a share of the estate. He fmally
felt that his life made some sense:

I see perhaps at present why God caused me to
be born of such parents rather than others; why

it was necessary I should embrace such a kind of

lifu, and no other. All of this was concealed from
me. But now, I comprehend that the past was necessary for the present and for the future. 26
However, he neglected to mention that his rewards
came only after eight years of legal battles with the executors of Vernon's estate and with the heirs of his
brother John. The latter tried to claim Robert's inheritance to cover the $20,000 owed to John from securing
Robert's bad debts. 27 Robert R. Henry spent his last years
in Savannah with his children. He worked as a merchant,
a lobbyist, and a lawyerS before his death on 10 April 1851,
at the home of his son, the prominent judge Charles Seton Henry.29
Robert R. Henry's opponents regarded him as far
more than a misguided offlce seeker. His allegations posed
a serious political threat on the highest levels of the United
States government, regardless of his motives or the accuracy of his claims. Despite his failure to replace Clark,
Henry achieved a long list of accomplishments, including two investigations by the federal district attorney, presidential intervention, a newspaper campaign, and an inquiry by the House of Representatives. He effected these
achievements with little money, limited support (even
from within his own family), and as a political outsider
far from home. His campaigns show what could happen,
even in the 1820s, when persistent citizens took up causes.
Such records of activists almost never exist, for any
period, especially in the depth and detail in which they
survive for Robert R. Henry. Because he compiled his
collection from his papers and his work as his own documentary editor survives, we know what he did and, therefore, something of the potential for what many others
might have done.

The question now arose of what to do with the "Journal of Atchibald Clark," i.e., the papers of Robert R.
Henry, and the story Henry tried to preserve. Despite the
unique nature of this material, publishing the Henry papers, in part or as a whole, never seemed an option. Far
less valuable documents appear in print, even with extensive documentation, but as source material for a popular
area of historical studies or as local history travel accounts.
The Henry material serves as neither. Although Robert
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R. Henry corresponded with and challenged many of the
national political leaders of his time, nothing he did affected their careers in any significant or even notable way.
Although unique and valuable in what they represent, the
Henry papers as a book would never find a publisher or,
if somehow published, readers.
The papers of Robert R. Henry also raise the issue
of confirmation from other sources. Even as copies of
lost originals, the Henry papers do appear completely
credible. Because of his mental state, he preserved seemingly all of his documents, unedited. He copied even the
negative responses to his actions as proof of his claims
of conspiracies.
However, external documentation for these records
is almost nonexistent. His original letters, petitions, and
memorials to President Monroe, William H. Crawford, the
Department of the Treasury, the House of Representatives, and others have not survived, destroyed no doubt
because of their inflammatory nature. Beyond his own
papers, supported by such sources as the journals of the
House of Representatives, his writings have almost no
confirmation.
Publication of a narrative of the story told in the
Henry papers as an article thus appeared to me as the best
option. However, even as an article this material presented
special problems. Except as an obscure example of what
went wrong in archival practices of years past, the physical history of the Henry papers had little merit as a subject for an archival journal. However, an article on the
political activism of Robert R. Henry needs the background of his records to provide the credibility missing
due to the lack of external documentation.
Over the years such an article on the Henry papers
never found acceptance in a historical journal largely because the referees felt that it belonged in an archival journal as a tale of the history of the records. Review boards
of archival publications, however, turned it down as a
fascinating conspiracy tale better suited for a historical
periodical.
Henry would feel vindicated. He often cited and recorded the supposed contradictions of the documents of
his "enemies" as vindication for his claims. That his story
merited publication, but not in any journal that exists,
seemed almost appropriate. Henry no doubt would have
used these objections to harangue the narrow exclusiveness of modern scholarship, while illustrating his points
with underlinings and bizarre symbols. Robert would also
have argued that, even after 150 years and despite the preservation of his records by archivists, a conspiracy to keep
his views silent continued.
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